Sanitary Reform has now taken its place as the great question of the day. To this post of honour it has won its way, much more by its own intrinsic merits, than by the exertions of the Associations, some of whose literary productions will be found at the head of this article. In making this remark, we desire rather to do honour to the cause itself, than to detract from the merits of the earnest and philanthropic individuals who have given themselves to this labour of love ; and the fact that the majority of the working members of the associations belong to our own profession, makes us only the more willing to do justice to their patriotic efforts. The question, in fact, seems, to have arrived at that stage, in which a deliberate and dispassionate consideration of its merits is peculiarly to be desired, both for its own sake, and in order to point out the exact extent to which it is worthy of the regards and countenance of the medical profession.
A popular question is always in danger of being indiscreetly advocated. Appeals to public sympathy are rarely free from exaggeration, and statements which harmonise with preconceived opinions are too apt to pass current as undoubted facts. The greatest service may be rendered to such a cause by a calm and searching inquiry into its real merits. If it comes out from the fiery ordeal with its weight undiminished and its lustre untarnished, it is henceforth received as current coin of the realm of truth. If it will not bear the trial, it is thrown aside as worthless. But if, as more frequently happens, it is proved to be an alloy of noble and base metal, of truth and error, that which has stood the proof still retains its value, and when reissued is received with a confidence proportioned to the rigour of the test to which it had been submitted. Having, by such considerations as these, prepared ourselves to approach the estimates and calculations of the advocates of sanitary reform with minds free from any bias towards incredulity, but, at the same time, with a determination to submit them to a rigorous examination, we will endeavour to set forth in few words the broad facts and truths which form the motives of this new appeal to popular sympathy, and the materials of the arguments by which that appeal is supported and enforced.
In the publications of the Health of Towns Association, as in the Sanitary Reports to which their authors are so largely indebted, the sanitary question is put forward, first, as a great physical question, in other words, as a question of health and life; secondly, as an economical question, affecting the pecuniary interests of the community; and, lastly, as a moral question. It is in the first of these aspects that it possesses the greatest attraction for the members of the medical profession, and accordingly we shall enter at length into this division of the subject; but, at the same time, we feel that we should be giving but an impei'fect idea of the merits of the whole question, did we not briefly advert to its economical and moral bearings. As, moreover, the subject has already engaged the attention of the Legislature, and will soon be again before them in a substantive form, it requires to be considered in its proposed relations to the state. To this part of the sanitary question, if our space will allow of it, we propose also to refer.
In treating of the sanitary question as a physical question, the point which has been most insisted upon is the unhealthiness of towns as compared with rural districts, and the consequent loss of health and life which the inhabitants of towns are doomed to suffer.
The precise amount of this loss has been made the subject of calculation, both for the largest towns of England, and for the entire population of the several parts of the United Kingdom. An [Jan. 1838-44, of " in any public inquiry, it should be attempted to ascribe the increased amount of sickness in the town districts to the less healthy nature of the districts, or their peculiar local influence on health, the conclusion would certainly be fallacious." And again:
" Whatever sanitary regulations may be carried out for promoting the health of towns, the wide distinction between the rates of sickness and mortality in particular districts will still not disappear. The canse of that difference is beyond the reach of any sanitary measure; and, unless a change were to take place in the character and machinery of the manufactures of a town, by which the workmen would be habituated to less restrained, but more natural and complete, physical exercises, no improvement in the state of health is to be hoped for. The evils, so far as relates to health, represented to exist by some writers to so frightful an extent, and to connect themselves with inferior sewerage, filthy streets, and ill-planned houses, are certainly overstated by them." Once more: "It is not to be expected that any arrangements whatever as to the drainage and planning of streets are likely to add to the longevity of a tailor; but, if it were possible to give his frame the physical exercises of a ploughman, 20 per cent, would be added to the duration of his life. Neither is it to be thought that the plumber, painter, and glazier is to be relieved from the poison of the metallic combinations to which he is subject; nor that the clerk can inhale the fresh air, and indulge in those exercises necessary to develope his physical constitution, while lie follows the drudgeries of the counting-house. It is an aggregation of these and other employments similarly conditioned, which makes up the excessive mortality of our large towns ; and since it has been shown that this class of lives is also less healthy even in the country districts, and that the town populations are chiefly made up of persons following such occupations, the legitimate result to be expected is a shorter duration of lite in towns, independent of any local influence on health. If improvements and changes are to be effected in the sanitary regulations of our large towns and cities, let them be at once carried out?not upon the necessity of such municipal innovations to avert a pestilential havoc in human life, but on the true merits of the question?the comforts, conveniences, and elevation of taste and moral purity thence arising." (pp. 109-10.) If we were to be guided solely by these quotations, we should be led to suppose that Mr. Neison denies the influence of filthy houses and streets altogether; but, on turning to an earlier part of his work (p. 60), we meet with an admission, that, although " the peculiar sanitary condition of large towns has not the remarkable effect which many have supposed in shortening the duration of life, still it has some effect." It would appear, therefore, that our author attributes the unhealthy condition of large towns chiefly to the aggregation of unwholesome occupations, and in a very insignificant degree to the wretched condition of the places in which the people live.
In forming an opinion so strangely at variance with the views of the mising boon yet offered to the public.
